Medical ethics should be an important aspect of the education of every medical student. But do students appreciate or even pay much attention to medical ethics? In an effort to address this question, we assessed, by questionnaire, the opinions of the students of the largest medical school in the United States (the University of Illinois-College of Medicine) regarding a variety of ethical problems. In general, the students were knowledgeable about the issues discussed and expressed ethical concerns about these clinical matters.
to medicine ever since. We will 1) briefly outline the history of medical ethics, 2) describe a recent ethics questionnaire study at the University of Illinois at Chicago-College of Medicine (UIC-COM) suggesting an interest on the part of medical students, and, finally, 3) emphasize the contemporary relevance of medical ethics. This project was student conceived and administrated. It is simply a snapshot of medical student attitudes about current ethical questions.
History
While the Code of Hammurabi (1760 B.C.) and the Ebers papyri (1550 B.C.) mention medicine, the first recognized exposition of medical ethics was the Hippocratic Oath (see fig. 1 ). 2 Despite subsequent criticism, the latter is acknowledged to be the prototype of medical ethical codes. It is deontological and virtue-based, and it is consistent with Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics and possibly Pythagorean philosophy. 3 The Oath was promoted through the Roman and Moslem worlds by Galen and the Nestorians. 4 The great oriental civilizations had unique medical oaths that emphasized the value of healing and compassionate care. 5 More modern medical ethical codes were promoted by Thomas Percival's Medical Ethics in 1803 and the American Medical Association's (AMA's) first code in 1847. 6 Both dealt with physician decorum but also emphasized patient care. 7 There are variations in contemporary medical school oaths, although many model themselves after the Hippocratic Oath. 8 More recently, the Nazi medical atrocities resulted in the Geneva Convention, the Declaration of Helsinki, and finally the Belmont Report all mandating informed consent and research standards. 9 Most recently, the Institutional Review Board regulations (1974), AMA code (1985), Association of American Medical Colleges directory (1998), and the Joint Commission on the Accreditation of Hospitals standards (2010) have instituted ethics initiatives that impact medicine. 10
Questionnaire Materials
There were approximately 480 full-time M1 through M4 students enrolled in the UIC-COM for the 2010-2011 academic year and available to participate. Of these students, 313 students (65 percent) consented to cooperate. The project was approved by the UIC-COM (IRB# 2010-0588). There were 69 M1 participants, 132 M2, 37 M3, and 75 M4 participants. The purpose of the project was described and its voluntary nature was explained ( fig. 2 ).
Methods
A one-page questionnaire ( fig. 3 ) with simple yes or no answers to ten questions was employed. The questions were selected with an effort to avoid the hot button issues of abortion, euthanasia, and assisted suicide. More contemporary topics were addressed such as genetic testing, sale of transplantation organs, and cosmetic surgery. There was no hidden agenda in these ten questions. An effort was made to involve contemporary and relevant issues (e.g., eBay and "octomom" questions). We wished to assess the students' awareness of these issues and their involvement with the ethical aspects of them.
Results
As noted in table 1, only 1.8 percent of questions were answered as "no response," suggesting that the majority of the students compre- 
What Do Medical Students Think about Medical Ethics?
Medical ethics is becoming ever more relevant for medical students. The availability of genetic testing kits is but one example. We would like to assess the attitudes of our fellow medical students by the use of a simple questionnaire. We request that you answer the following questions. There are not necessarily any correct answers. Some may seem ambiguous, but please give your impression. Simply answer as you think best.
This is a voluntary research project. You may choose not to participate in this research. This will not affect your class standing or grades at UIC. If you decline, return the questionnaire as is. You will not be offered or receive any special consideration if you participate in this research. The faculty advisor is P. Guinan, M.D., who can be reached at 312-768-6035. If you have any questions about your rights as a research subject, you may call the Office for Protection of Research Subjects at 312-996-1711. You will not directly benefit from the research but the research may help shape the UIC-COM's use of the curriculum about ethics.
Figure 2
Ethics questionnaire purpose and explanation.
YES NO
1) Should consent be presumed in order to increase the ٗ ٗ supply of organs available for transplantation?
2) Should organs be allowed to be sold on eBay, in order ٗ ٗ to increase supply for transplantation?
3) Should fetal genetic testing be required? ٗ ٗ 4) Should parents be allowed to select an embryo for a ٗ ٗ negative trait (e.g., deafness)? hended and were comfortable in answering the questionnaires. On only three questions was there a greater than 90 percent response of either "yes" or "no" (questions 2, 5, and 10) suggesting a balance of opinion. Except for question 8, statistically significant differences did not occur (Fisher's Exact Test: 2 sided, p value of Ͻ0.025).
Discussion
When the AMA Code of Ethics was originally approved (1847), medicine treated, in great part, communicable diseases and trauma. Today medicine is much more complex: molecular biology, genetics, and reproductive technology are a few examples. Correspondingly, medicine today has more issues of an ethical nature than ever before, and medical students should be knowledgeable on these issues. Medical ethics has become a mandated curricular course.
Ethics is about the rightness and/or wrongness of human behavior. Aristotle in his seminal Nicomachean Ethics stated that human happiness resulted when an individual acted according to what was appropriate to his nature. Rational individuals know right from wrong: You do not kill the innocent, lie, or steal. Natural law (while denied by some) simply articulates what every person (on attaining the age of reason) knows innately. Natural law dictates that the purpose of medicine is to heal the sick and minimize human suffering. "Do no harm" is the universal medical ethic, attesting to the ability of this ethic to transcend cultures. Medicine is fortunate to have a 2,500-year-old code of ethics in the Hippocratic tradition and articulated in the Hippocratic Oath. Medical students, and indeed all physicians, would be well-advised to read it and take its lessons to heart in their medical practices. Thus, medicine has been guided by the Hippocratic ethos, which, in its essence, states "primum non nocere." With the increasing complexity of modern medicine, ethics committees and institutional review boards have become part of medicine; and there has been a drift away from the Hippocratic ethos. It is incumbent on medical students to become aware of these developments.
In 1992, the Joint Commission mandated that all approved hospitals have in place a means of addressing ethics concerns. 11 This resulted in what are today's hospital ethical committees. These deal with many issues including surrogacy, end of life, competency, and "do not resuscitate" questions. Hospital medical staffs now must have a formal mechanism for ethical decision making. 12 More recently, Texas has mandated medical staff arrangements for adjudicating issues of futility when a patient's wishes clash with the opinion of the medical staff. 13 The University of Illinois in Chicago Hospital recently had a $5.6 million bill for a fourteen-month stay of a congenital anomaly patient who could be considered a case of medical futility. 14 These and many other unimagined medical ethical issues will be addressed in the future and confront newly graduated physicians.
The questions asked in this survey were selected to cover a broad spectrum of medical ethical problems that are current and could confront our students as they progress in their studies and calibrate their ethical compasses (e.g., eBay sales of organs, genetic testing, and cosmetic surgery). 15 These issues generated interesting discussion among the participating students. An examination of said discussions would be too lengthy for inclusion in this short paper.
The shortcomings of this study include, among others, the fact that only 65 percent of the student body participated, the uneven sample size across classes (69 M1s, 132 M2s, 37 M3s, and 75 M4s), and the fact that the study was not sufficiently powered to allow detection of small differences.
Notes

